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Model missionaries
inspire people and the
Church itself

INTRODUCTION
Models prove inspirational for career choices in every field
of endeavor and every aspect of life. They inspire many of their
admirers to greatness. Jesus Christ is a model, in fact, a super
model, who has inspired innumerable admirers and followers. As
“the ‘Sent’ of the Father” (cf. John 17), he is the missionary par
excellence, the embodiment of mission. After his ministry on
earth and before he returned to the Father, he commissioned his
disciples as missionaries in his footsteps: “As the Father has sent
me, even so I send you.” (John 20:21). He instructed them saying:
“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations . . . baptizing
them . . . teaching them to observe all that I have commanded
you . . .” (Matt 28:19-20). Christ’s words and actions have inspired
Christian missionaries, his life serving as model for them.
In the footsteps of Christ, some missionaries, like Paul,
have also become supermodels. Everyone does not have the
opportunity to encounter such “super models” directly, but can
still be influenced by them through those who emulate them
or champion their causes. Across centuries, many Christians
(especially missionaries) have inspired many and modelled
life to those who encountered them. Such inspiration has led
to the founding of different Religious Orders and Societies
(the Spiritan Congregation among them), that are fascinated
by different approaches to the Gospel as expressed in their
charisms. These Orders in turn raised model missionaries
and Christians who have contributed much to the growth and
success of the Church. Model missionaries inspire people and
the Church itself. They manifest in their lives the Church’s
ideals of mission, while echoing the specific concerns of
individual missionary institutes. For instance, a missionary:
. . . must be prepared to remain faithful to his vocation
for life . . . . In preaching the Gospel . . . he will proclaim
with confidence the mystery of Christ . . . so that in him he
will dare to speak as he ought . . . not being ashamed of the
scandal of the Cross. Meek and humble, following in the
footsteps of his master, he will show that his yoke is sweet
and his burden light . . . . By a truly evangelical life, with
great patience and longanimity, in kindness and unfeigned
love . . . he will bear witness to his Lord . . .(AG, 24)
The Congregation of the Holy Spirit (Spiritans), considering
its mission objectives and demands which give preference to
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working among “those who have not yet heard the gospel
message or who have scarcely heard it; those oppressed and most
disadvantaged . . . where the church has difficulty in finding
workers”(SRL,12) has many such models from its various
circumscriptions. In the Nigerian context, Fr. Peter Oduenyi
Dike, C.S.Sp. (God rest him), was such an outstanding Spiritan
missionary.

Fr. Peter Oduenye Dike,
C.S.Sp.

EARLY LIFE, 1948–1976
In Urualla, situated currently in Imo State, Nigeria, a
farmer, Nlebemuo Dike, of Amanato-Ozuakoli and his wife,
Nwabumma, received with great joy on May 15, 1948 news
of the birth of their second son whom they proudly named,
Oduenyi (elephant tusk). The elephant tusk in traditional Igbo
society was very dear, unique, and rare, and its sound very loud.
It was a symbol of greatness. The Igbo believe that “one’s name
is an omen” and that was true of Oduenyi. In the 1940s, Urualla
was one of the prominent mission towns under the Holy Ghost
missionaries in Nigeria. The late Archbishop Charles Heerey,
C.S.Sp., sited there the novitiate of his then young Religious
Institute of the Sisters of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, Mother
of Christ. The Sisters packed into the novitiate on July 30,
1943, and it was officially blessed by Bishop Heerey on August
7, 1943.1 The presence of the Holy Ghost missionaries and the
Sisters of the Immaculate Heart of Mary helped to shape the
person of Peter Oduenyi Dike and his missionary life.
Oduenyi’s parents were Igbo traditional religionists and
this explains why he was not baptized until nearly nine years
after his birth, on January 15, 1957, when he had started
his primary education at St. Michael’s School (the Catholic
Mission School), Urualla. He was given the name Peter and
the character of Saint Peter is reflected in his life. While at
St. Michael’s School, the life of the Holy Ghost missionaries
in their white cassocks girdled with black cords caught his fancy,
firing him to seek the priesthood and the missionary life. His
parish priest easily recommended him to the Holy Ghost
Juniorate, Ihiala, the minor seminary of the Holy Ghost Fathers
and Brothers in Eastern Nigeria. He began his secondary
education there in 1963 and finished in 1967. He distinguished
himself there as a soccer player. His philosophy studies were
during the Biafra Civil War at Awo-Omamma from 1968 to
1969; when the Holy Ghost Novitiate, Awo-Omamma,
reopened in late 1971, he did his novitiate year and was
professed into the Holy Ghost Congregation on September 25,
1972.2 He studied Theology at Bigard Memorial Seminary,
Enugu, Nigeria until 1976, and earned a Bachelor in Divinity.
Peter was ordained a priest of the Holy Ghost Congregation in
June, 1976.
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He was captivated
by, and was very
enthusiastic for, Fr.
Libermann’s
“l'Œuvre des Noirs”

He established schools
in the area for Bassas
and Igbirras alike, as
well as for the other
tribes in the area

PRIESTLY MINISTRY, 1976–2010
The priestly and missionary life of Father Peter Dike,
C.S.Sp., lasted thirty-four years—thirty years on pastoral
engagement, four years on further studies. His first missionary
engagement as a priest was to assist Father Simon Emeanuo,
C.S.Sp., (God rest him) in a first evangelization mission
recently being opened in Toto, then Plateau State of Nigeria.
For three years, they built up that mission together until he was
withdrawn for further studies in 1979.
In 1979, the Province of Nigeria-East sent him to study
Biblical and Systematic Theology at the Institut Catholique,
Paris, France. To facilitate his studies in France, Fr. Dike did
Diploma programs in French and German languages. He was
captivated by, and was very enthusiastic for, Fr. Libermann’s
“l'Œuvre des Noirs” (Work for the Blacks) as his outstanding
academic interest. He acquired an M.A. from the Institute in
1982 and proceeded to the University of London where he
obtained a Diploma in Education, 1983. He returned home the
same year.
On his return from further studies, he was appointed to the
Zambian mission then a mission field of the Spiritan Province
of Nigeria. He worked for three years in St. Dorothy’s Parish
in Solwezi Diocese of Zambia. Confreres who shared in the
Zambian mission of the 1980s testify to his great zeal. He was
recalled to Nigeria towards the end of 1986, and early in 1987
he embarked on his second missionary journey to Toto. This
marked the peak of his missionary career. Under his charge,
Christ the King Parish, Toto, ministered to over fifteen outstations. An extract on him and Toto mission reads:
Faithful to the Spiritan mission, he preached the Gospel
of Jesus Christ in the area. He established schools in the
area for Bassas and Igbirras alike, as well as for the other
tribes in the area and even beyond . . . irrespective of
religion, tribe or color . . . . Fr. Peter Dike is very much
instrumental for the light, including the NEPA (National
Electricity Power Authority) line that Toto people are
using today. Honest people in Toto know how much they
are grateful to him and to the Spiritan mission for the pipeborne water, and the good roads they are enjoying . . . the
Gospel of Jesus and the accompanying social development
through popular education which Fr. Peter stood for has
enlightened and fired the Bassa people.3
With his “all-round approach” to this mission, his
activities, especially his effort to educate and enlighten the
Bassa, clashed with the interests of the Igbirra ethnic group in
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his effort to educate
and enlighten the
Bassa, clashed with
the interests of the
Igbirra ethnic group
in the area, who
would prefer that
the Bassa remain
unenlightened and be
exploited

“Unflinching
availability remained
his basic disposition.”

the area, who would prefer that the Bassa remain unenlightened
and be exploited. The crisis that ensued made Fr. Dike a
‘wanted-man’ by the Igbirra. The crisis finally engulfed the
entire Spiritan missionary activity at Toto, leading to the
forceful withdrawal of Spiritans from Toto in 1998.4 He was
recalled to the South-East of Nigeria and was posted to the
Spiritan School of Philosophy, Isienu Nsukka in 1999, primarily
as a spiritual director. Though appointed to the seminary,
Father Dike was very actively engaged in several pastoral
activities in Nsukka Diocese. His death came quietly on his
bed at Isienu while he was taking a morning rest on Monday,
November 15, 2010.5
HIS MISSIONARY LIFE, DISPOSITION, AND
APPROACHES
In his three mission placements of Christ the King Parish,
Toto, Nigeria, St. Dorothy’s Parish, Solwezi, Zambia, and the
Spiritan School of Philosophy, Isienu Nsukka, Nigeria, Fr.
Peter’s disposition, approaches, and life as a missionary, were
consistent and said volumes of him. One may isolate some of his
qualities and shadow side dispositions as a missionary.
Fr. Peter excelled in service/work availability. According
to the SRL, no. 25 “One basic characteristic of the Spiritan
calling is an availability for the service of the gospel, a readiness
to go where we are sent by the Congregation. We accept to
free ourselves from an engagement in order to respond to
new and different calls . . .” Fr. Peter’s former superiors and
many who knew him closely attest that throughout his life
as a religious and priest, he presented himself readily and
willingly for any appointment deemed fit by his superiors. One
such former provincial superior, Fr. Luke Mbefo, said of him,
“Unflinching availability remained his basic disposition.” 6
This view manifested itself in Fr. Dike’s zealous acceptance of
his appointment to Toto mission in 1976, a typical mission
of primary evangelization seen by many as a very challenging
mission. Again, on his return from further studies, he probably
expected to be appointed to a formation house where he would
teach what he studied, but he was rather asked to go to the
Zambian mission that was begging for personnel. Without
argument, he accepted and embarked on his mission to Zambia
with utter zeal. While longing to achieve more in Zambia,
he was recalled towards the end of 1986 and asked to go for a
second missionary journey to the difficult Toto mission. Yet
again, he willingly accepted and threw his whole being into it.
Furthermore, when he would have preferred to remain in parish
pastoral work, he was withdrawn from Toto and appointed a
spiritual director in the philosophy house at Isienu. That again,
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Fr. Dike is more
popular in our
Diocese than many of
our diocesan priests

he accepted without complaints. This disposition of Fr. Dike
reveals his high regard for the vow of obedience. Availability
could be said to be the hallmark of living out this vow. This
is very important for every missionary, especially Spiritan
missionaries. The SRL (nos. 77.1; 77.2) has it that “As members
of a Congregation, we do not give ourselves a mission; rather
a mission is given to us or confirmed for us . . . We therefore
submit our personal plans to the community for discernment
and to our superiors for their decision. Should the community
require us to give them up, we are prepared to do so.” Fr. Dike
subscribed perfectly to this rule. The availability of a missionary
to his mission and the demands of the Church is crucial for
both the contentment of the missionary and the success of the
mission. Fr. Dike enjoyed this to a great extent.
In his missionary life, Fr. Dike exuded enormous pastoral
zeal. He was very eager to reach out to every possible group
and individual around the locality of his engagement to bring
the Good News with its attending succour to such group
or person. Such was the picture of his engagement for so
many years in Toto mission where he employed every possible
legitimate strategy to aid different peoples. Despite all adversity,
he zealously and continually engaged in expanding the frontiers
of his pastoral engagement. Relating to Fr. Dike’s zeal, Most Rev.
Francis Okobo, bishop of Nsukka Diocese, once wrote of him:
Though primarily working in the seminary, his pastoral
zeal has made him a household name in all nooks and
crannies of our Diocese. In fact, Fr. Dike is more popular
in our Diocese than many of our diocesan priests. Father
Million million is a bundle of talents: simple, humble,
energetic, humorous, and ever ready as far as pastoral
demands are concerned.7

By the time he would
have gone the rounds
of attending to the
needs of other people,
it would practically
reach night time for
him to begin to attend
to himself

Besides pastoral zeal, Fr. Dike was a missionary with great
strength, endurance and commitment. When he set himself
on a task, he never rested until it was achieved or until he
realized there was nothing more to be done at that moment.
Fr. Augustine Onyeneke, a former provincial of the Province of
Nigeria and one of Fr. Dike’s successors in the Zambian mission,
commenting on this commitment to his tasks, remarked:
Fr. Peter would insist on doing TODAY what needs to be
done or what should be done . . . rather than postponing
action to TOMORROW. By the time he would have
gone the rounds of attending to the needs of other people,
it would practically reach night time for him to begin to
attend to himself.8
76

H o r i z o n s

He engaged in
advocacy for the
marginalized

the nursery and
primary schools he
established in the
various stations of
the parish cared for
Catholics and nonCatholics, including
Muslims

The core of the missionary focus of Fr. Dike was
alleviation of poverty and making life better for the
less privileged. He could not work in a place and leave the
people among whom he worked the way he met them. His
hallmark was charity. In him and in his actions echoed
steadily the words of Father Francis Libermann, co-founder
of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit: “above all charity . . .
charity above all . . . charity in Jesus Christ. Charity through
Jesus Christ . . . charity in the name of Jesus Christ;
fervour . . . charity . . . union in Jesus Christ . . . the spirit
of sacrifice . . . .” (SRL, no. 38). In his Zambian mission, Fr.
Dike provided clothes for the naked, food for the poor, and
support for many to establish means of livelihood. He used
his vehicle to take people to the hospital or help move people’s
goods to the market. He wrote projects that provided a tractor
and other implements to help cultivate their farmlands. His
successor in the Zambia mission, Fr. Jude Ogbenna, C.S.Sp.,
relating these facts, recalled how on his first outing for a Mass in
one of the stations after Fr. Dike had left Zambia, many people
who came for the Mass were unhappy that he had not come
with gifts for them, unlike Fr. Dike who usually brought loads
of gifts.
Fr. Dike showed the same dispositions in Nigeria. In Toto,
he gave much support to the less privileged of different
categories. Fr. John Anyaegbunam, a contemporary of his in
Toto of the late 1990s, said of him that he had:
. . . the option for the poor and the abandoned as his
priority . . . He built many schools and churches among the
Bassa and Gwarri peoples. He engaged in advocacy for the
marginalized. He ran mobile health clinics for poor people
who couldn’t afford hospital treatment. He took care of
poor pregnant women till delivery. His pick-up van, bus,
and truck were always available to help take people and
their products to and from the farms to the markets, the
schools, or to bring sand and stones to help them construct
their homes . . .9
Fr. Dike, himself, in a write-up, told of the nursery and
primary schools he established in the various stations of the
parish which cared for Catholics and non-Catholics, including
Muslims. The indigent pupils in these schools were more or less
on scholarships. He intended to use education to enlighten the
uninformed.10
Different groups and persons who experienced him while
he lived at the Spiritan School of Philosophy, Isienu, had
similar tales about Fr. Dike. He went about reaching out to
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the less privileged. He began a nursery/primary school near the
seminary for the benefit of the less privileged. He went about
reaching out to the sick and the needy, men and women,
young and old. And like in other places, the reaching out was
usually followed with his pronouncing of blessings, imploring
God to grant them wealth in millions and millions. This
gave him his popular alias, “million-million!” In fact, the
seminarians who were at the Isienu formation community
with him summed it up in an oration written on their behalf.
An extract from it reads:

I want to change the
face of the seminary

he preferred utility
vehicles that would
enable him assist in
carrying people and
their goods

Your option for the poor, the less privileged and the
downtrodden was without compare. Most striking was
our last encounter with you at night prayers on the eve of
your eternal voyage . . . . Your very last words to us were,
“I want to change the face of the seminary, and I want
to launch a new idea. I don’t know why, but this one
disturbs me so much . . . I am making it known to you
that from . . . the month of October, I will be giving two
thousand naira (₦2000) to Caritas . . .11
The students wondered why he would announce such a
“little” donation when he was practically doing more than
that already. When news of his death broke the next day, they
understood that he was calling them all to charity, no matter
how little one could give.
Fr. Dike was equally known for the vow of poverty. Those
who knew him closely attested that he was not out for undue gain
and whatever he got; he was so ready and willing to give away to
those more in need. Considering the way he used his earnings
and belongings for the seminary community, a confrere who was
a seminarian while Fr. Dike lived at Isienu, remarked that it was
difficult to “know the difference between his pocket and that of
the community.”12 The Rector of the Diocesan junior seminary
at Nsukka, where he often rendered pastoral assistance, also said
of him, that, “As a priest, he was transparently honest, materially
detached, pastorally available, and profoundly committed to his
work.”13 It was said that his style of life was very modest. In an era
when most other priests used personal electronic gadgets, he was
content with what was available in the community living room;
and where many priests and religious would prefer the comfort
of private cars, he preferred utility vehicles that would enable him
assist in carrying people and their goods.
Fr. Dike was known for his courage and outspokenness. He
criticized whatever he felt was not going fine in the society,
in the government, and in the community. For him, truth was
no respecter of persons. Someone eulogizing him wrote; “you
78

H o r i z o n s

a father, so eager to
share his missionary
zeal with the
seminarians

had no reservation in speaking out the truth, no matter whose
ox is gored. You had no respect for corrupt politicians in Nigeria
as you openly castigated them fearlessly.”14 Unfortunately, his
outspokenness pitched many against him.
As a spiritual director in the seminary, Fr. Dike was
formidable. He was seen by his students as one “that
practically influenced the hearts of many young seminarians.”15
Comments from some of his students at Isienu better define
his qualities as a spiritual director. Fr. Sylvester Oyeka saw in
Fr. Dike, “a father who was available and ready to accompany
his son to overcome challenges in life, this was conspicuous in
his actions and his life of availability as a spiritual director.”16
For another, Fr. Dike “understood the uniqueness of everyone
and was ready to let people grow gradually in the spirit . . .”17
And another echoed it saying that he “believed in showing the
students the right direction and allowing them to mature and
develop along those paths, while occasionally admonishing
those who may be slipping away.”18 Very many19 saw him
as a father, so eager to share his missionary zeal with the
seminarians, very close to the students, and someone with
whom they were much relaxed. He was indeed a spiritual guide
to many of them.
Fr. Dike was indeed a man with many missionary qualities.
Summarizing his qualities, a religious community that he
frequented for pastoral services, extolled him thus:
You lived a very altruistic life; your preoccupation was to
minister to the needs of God’s people. For this reason you went
about caring for pregnant mothers, taking women in labor to
hospital, settling disputes between husbands and wives. You
became a dumping ground for people’s problems and you did
all with the love of Christ. There was no word like No in your
dictionary when requests were made of you so long it had to
do with the good of others. You were an epitome of humility,
a humourist, an embodiment of self-sacrificial love, a true
missionary and an icon of a religious priest.20

time was a flexible
commodity that
began and ended at
his disposition

With the above qualities, Fr. Dike, like all of us, had his
shadow side. The missionary that he was, he was unmindful of
time. For most things in which he was concerned, time was a
flexible commodity that began and ended at his disposition.
Many who worked with him as seminarians said that the time
frame was of little importance to him. One of them appraised
his attitude to time as follows:
A scheduled Eucharistic celebration could start more than
an hour late because he remembered along the way, other
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things that he would love to attend to, including paying
a visit to a family to address one spiritual matter or the
other. His homilies lasted as long as he remembered other
things to say; meals had no specific times, so they began
when he finished his rounds. Usually, while in the mission
at Toto, the seminarians working under him would wait
for him to return any time in the night before they could
have their supper. Even when they accompanied him
to some pastoral outings which usually lasted till night,
breakfast and lunch were usually suspended to be taken
with supper. And before that supper would be taken that
night, they would have to pray together, the Lauds, Office
of the Readings, Midday Prayer and Vespers.21

He lived from day to
day and by whatever
came along by way of
inspiration

No wonder that some considered him sometimes
insensitive to those under his authority. He believed
everyone around him to have the same stamina and capacity.
Concerning flexibility with time, the author recalls a journey
with Fr. Dike in 1995, from Toto to Mbaise, Nigeria, for
the burial ceremony of the mother of Fr. Ambrose Akalawu,
C.S.Sp., Fr. Dike’s co-worker at Toto. Normally, the journey
would last about eight and half hours. The Toto contingent
was scheduled to leave at 7:00 a.m. since the Vigil Mass was at
5:00 p.m. That morning, Fr. Dike excused himself “just for a
moment” only to return to the parish house around 2:30 p.m.
The journey began after 3:00 p.m. and the contingent arrived
at the burial venue at about 2:00 p.m. the next day when the
interment was already over. He had stopped here and there for
different reasons; barely three hours into the journey the vehicle
had a tyre burst and Fr. Dike had no spare tyre! The passengers
were left on the lonely road for another two hours while he went
to repair the tyre.
With the attitude towards time goes Fr. Dike’s flexible
attitude and seeming disregard for strictly fixed and rigidly
planned evangelical work structures. He lived from day to day
and by whatever came along by way of inspiration; he had no
highly fixed schedule. Fr. Ogbenna remarked that; “Despite Fr.
Dike’s good missionary zeal and qualities, the manner in which
he handed over to us in Zambia simply gave him away as quite
disorganized. No proper written down handover, things picked
from here and there as he had forgotten what was where.” 22 His
nature was such that he would get up at any moment and begin
one task or project without prior preparation. He could begin a
building without prior plan or sketch; the plans would come
later. Such a disposition sometimes resulted in failures or chaos.
One may see this tendency in his missionary life as
imprudence. But for Fr. Dike, it was openness of spirit to
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For him it was total
and unreserved selfgiving, by day and by
night

the “needs of the moment,” to supply for the needs of people
suffering and abandoned as against sticking to a set of strictly
arranged structures of events as a pattern of life. The inspiration
to respond to the needs of people at the moment, day or night,
carried a lot of weight for him, with little or no regard for his
own personal comfort. For him it was total and unreserved selfgiving, by day and by night. He took up many tasks at the same
time and sometimes left some unfinished. That was evident in
the structures he was erecting here and there in Toto Parish. He
hardly knew where to begin and where to stop.23 This reflected
also in his outspokenness which brought him into confrontation
with people, especially the Muslim communities in Toto Local
Government Area. He was not always tactful in the use of
words even among his confreres. Furthermore, he seemed not
to have always paid necessary attention to his physical health.
Nwauzor observed that, “he failed to realize the importance of
rest as he could be said to have overworked himself.” 24
The legendary Achilles’ heel for the hero in Homer’s Iliad
points to the weak points in normal human persons. A similar
feature could be said of Fr. Peter Oduenyi Dike, C.S.Sp., as
a normal human person. The picture of him painted above
shows that he was not flawless as a missionary religious—
and who is? Flexibility with time and undue spontaneity
with the organization of work structures and routines can
constitute considerable obstacles to the “wheel” of any
missionary endeavor. Some suggest that such disposition may
have contributed to what appears as his unexpected death in
November 2010. Barely two weeks before his death, he was
diagnosed of, and treated for, pneumonia and was advised to
take a long period of bed rest while recuperation continued.
Perhaps, he too soon judged himself fit to recommence his
busy pastoral activities. It is possible that a sudden relapse of
the situation overwhelmed him and cut short his life. His less
organized attitude and way of doing things perhaps created
confusion for those who worked with him and those who
succeeded him. In today’s world, proper planning is necessary
to ensure a great measure of missionary success; prudence is a
watchword.
CONCLUSION
Successful actors in the different fields of life are those who
successfully manage their grey and shadow areas. Fr. Peter
Oduenyi Dike, C.S.Sp., thus was a great missionary, an inspirer,
a model missionary in many ways. He may seem imprudent
and short in organizational skills, but, sometimes, what is
seeming prudence can camouflage deceit, and this jeopardizes
missions. A good planner without the courage and strong will
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He was a light to
many

Father Dike preached
what he believed,
lived what he taught,
and died the way he
lived

to execute his plans (as Fr. Peter obviously had), turns them
to mere dreams. Prudence and organizational skill count, but
so do zeal, availability, obedience, charity (love), generosity
(selflessness), courage, strong will, and humility. These are
all marks of missionary greatness and Fr. Dike, as his name
‘Oduenyi’ implies, was greatly endowed with these. He was a
light to many. An admirer’s tribute says: “His life stood like a
burning candle that gives light to others yet burning away. Fr.
Million burnt for the young, for the elderly, for the rich, for
the childless, for the pregnant women. He was a pastor, par
excellence, always on the move for the needs of his flock.”25
Like his Master, Jesus Christ, the Super Model Missionary,
his missionary activity unsettled the wicked, giving them restless
days as we saw in the Toto case. In fidelity to the Spiritan calling,
he readily responded wherever the Church needed him most,
bringing liberation, peace, and gladness to the less privileged and
the most abandoned. Father Dike preached what he believed,
lived what he taught, and died the way he lived. He was truly
Spiritan, and an outstanding missionary of our time.
Joseph Oguejiofor Okafor, C.S.Sp.
College of Education, Nsugbe, Anambra State, Nigeria
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